
STUDENT VERSION

EXAMINING CHANGES IN DATA - AFRICAN-AMERICANS’
EDUCATION LEVELS THROUGH THE YEARS

Activity Items
The following items are part of this activity and appear at the end of this student version.

•	 Item 1: Attending School in the United States During the Year, as Returned in the Schedule of 
Population, 1850

•	 Item 2: Number of Pupils Attending Public Schools, by Color, 1880

•	 Item 3: Adults in the United States Over Twenty Years of Age Who Cannot Read and Write, 1850

•	 Item 4: Illiteracy, by States and Territories, 1880

Student Learning Objectives
•	 I will be able to compare, analyze, and interpret 1850 and 1880 census data on African-Americans’ 

education levels before the Civil War and post-Reconstruction.

•	 I will be able to write an essay analyzing my findings from the census data.
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NAME:                                DATE:            

In this activity, you will analyze and draw conclusions from data about the education and literacy levels of 
African-Americans — both before the Civil War and after Reconstruction.

Part 1 – Collect and Compare Data
1.	 Look at Item 1: Attending School in the United States During the Year, as Returned in the Schedule of 

Population, 1850 and choose four states (not territories) to examine. Three must be southern and one 
must be northern.

State 1:

State 2:

State 3:

State 4:

http://www.census.gov/schools
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2.	 Use the “Free Colored, Total” column of Item 1 (pre-Civil War) and the “Colored, Total” column of Item 
2: Number of Pupils Attending Public Schools, by Color, 1880 (post-Reconstruction) to fill in the table 
below, noting any changes from 1850 to 1880.

1850 1880

What are the school 
attendance data?

State 1:

State 2:

State 3:

State 4: 

State 1:

State 2:

State 3:

State 4: 

What conclusions can you 
draw from these data?

http://www.census.gov/schools


CENSUS.GOV/SCHOOLS� HISTORY  |  PAGE 3

EXAMINING CHANGES IN DATA – AFRICAN-AMERICANS’ 
EDUCATION LEVELS THROUGH THE YEARS� STUDENT VERSION

3.	 Now use the information in the “Free Colored, Total” column of Item 3: Adults in the United States Over 
Twenty Years of Age Who Cannot Read and Write, 1850 and in the “Colored Persons of 21 Years of Age 
and Upward, Returned as unable to write, Number” column of Item 4: Illiteracy, by States and Territories, 
1880 to fill in the table below.

When drawing conclusions for each year, do not note any changes from 1850 to 1880 for these data, as 
the population size for the 1850 data was much smaller than for the 1880 data: In 1850, only free black 
people who were illiterate were counted, excluding enslaved black people who were not permitted to read 
and write. In 1880, the number of illiterate black people soared, because many former enslaved black 
people were included in that count.

1850 1880

What are the illiteracy 
data?

State 1:

State 2:

State 3:

State 4:

State 1:

State 2:

State 3:

State 4:

What conclusions can you 
draw from these data?

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Part 2 – Interpret the Data
Write an essay addressing the following questions in two paragraphs:

Paragraph 1 – What You Learned From These Data

•	 What do the data tell you about what life was like for African-Americans before the Civil War and after 
Reconstruction?

•	 What impact did the North’s victory in the Civil War have on the 1880 data?

•	 Why might the literacy of African-Americans have been an important political topic during 
Reconstruction?

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Paragraph 2 – What You Did Not Learn From These Data

•	 What are some limitations of the data, specifically for making comparisons?

•	 What is missing from the data that could help you better understand African-American education and 
literacy during these time periods?

Make sure you justify your points with evidence from part 1, from the data in Items 1–4, and from information in 
a secondary source.

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: Number of Pupils Attending Public Schools, by Color, 1880

www.census.gov/prod/www/decennial.html

To retrieve this table electronically, click on the link above, then on “Census of Population and Housing, 1880,” then on “Final 
Reports,” and then on the first “Full Document” link to download a zip file. Open the zip file from your downloads, then open 

“1880a_v1-20.pdf,” and go to Page 8 of the PDF.

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.census.gov/prod/www/decennial.html
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